Therapeutic Play Activity: Structured Collaborative Play for Social Connection
Aim
To help students understand how play can be intentionally structured to support the development of social communication, cooperation, emotional regulation, and shared attention in neurodivergent children, while remaining child-centred and strengths-based.

Activity Overview
Students participate in a role-based collaborative play task, followed by structured reflection linking lived experience to therapeutic outcomes for children.
This activity mirrors principles used in LEGO®-based therapy, play-based group interventions, and social communication support approaches.

Duration
· 45–60 minutes total
· Activity: 20 minutes
· Observation: 10 minutes
· Reflection and discussion: 15–30 minutes

Materials
· A simple construction task (e.g. LEGO®, blocks, tangram shapes, or a basic puzzle)
· A visual instruction card (image only, no written explanation)
· Observation sheet (optional)

Step 1: Set the Frame (5 minutes)
Explain to students:
“This activity is designed to simulate how structured play can support social interaction for neurodivergent children. Focus not on performance, but on noticing how structure, roles, and play conditions influence communication and emotional safety.”
Assign students to groups of three, with the following roles:
· Designer – holds the visual model but cannot touch the materials
· Builder – constructs the model but cannot see the visual
· Supplier – manages and passes materials but cannot give suggestions
Rules:
· Communication must be clear, respectful, and purposeful
· No one can step outside their role

Step 2: Play Phase (15–20 minutes)
Students attempt to complete the task under these constraints.
The facilitator observes:
· How communication changes over time
· Moments of frustration, negotiation, or adaptation
· Use of non-verbal communication
· Emotional regulation and co-regulation between group members
Avoid intervening unless necessary.

Step 3: Immediate Reflection (10 minutes)
Ask students to reflect individually or in pairs:
· How did the structure affect your ability to communicate?
· When did you feel most comfortable or most frustrated?
· What helped you stay regulated or engaged?
· How did the roles support or restrict participation?
Encourage students to notice process over outcome.

Step 4: Linking to Therapeutic Practice (15–20 minutes)
Facilitate a group discussion linking experience to neurodivergent children:
Use prompts such as:
· How might clear roles reduce social anxiety for autistic children?
· In what ways did shared focus on the task reduce pressure for eye contact or small talk?
· How did predictability and boundaries support emotional regulation?
· How could this activity be adapted to be more child-led?
Introduce key concepts:
· Joint attention
· Turn-taking
· Co-regulation
· Strengths-based practice
· Intrinsic motivation

Step 5: Adaptation Task (Optional Extension)
Ask students to redesign the activity for:
· A minimally verbal autistic child
· A child with ADHD
· A mixed-neurotype peer group
Students should consider:
· Sensory needs
· Communication supports (visuals, modelling)
· Flexibility vs structure
· Adult role and level of direction

Therapeutic Rationale (for students)
This activity demonstrates how therapeutic play:
· Embeds social learning within meaningful, motivating play
· Reduces reliance on abstract verbal instruction
· Supports social skills through doing, not telling
· Values difference rather than enforcing neurotypical norms
For neurodivergent children, social development is most effective when environments are adapted to the child, rather than expecting the child to adapt to the environment.

Reflective Questions (MA-level)
Students could be asked to respond in writing:
· What did this activity reveal about the relationship between structure and inclusion?
· How does this challenge deficit-based views of social skills in neurodivergent children?
· What ethical considerations arise when using structured play therapeutically?

Key Reading to Link Theory and Practice
· LeGoff, D. B., et al. (2014). LEGO®-based therapy. Jessica Kingsley.
· Trevarthen, C., & Aitken, K. (2001). Infant intersubjectivity. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 42(1), 3–48.
· Malchiodi, C. A. (2020). Creative arts and play therapy for attachment problems. Guilford Press.
· Milton, D. (2012). On the ontological status of autism. Disability & Society, 27(6), 883–887.



















Therapeutic Play Workshop
Student Worksheet & Reflective Template
Focus: Using play therapeutically to support social skill development in neurodivergent children

Part 1: Activity Context
Activity title: Structured Collaborative Play
Purpose of the activity:
This activity is designed to help you experience how play can be structured therapeutically to support social communication, cooperation, emotional regulation, and inclusion for neurodivergent children.
Rather than focusing on “successful” completion of the task, you are encouraged to pay attention to process, interaction, and emotional experience.

Part 2: Your Role
☐ Designer
☐ Builder
☐ Supplier
Briefly describe your role and its boundaries:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 3: Observing Your Experience During Play
During the activity, make brief notes (mentally or in writing) on the following areas.
Communication
· How did you communicate with others?
· What helped or hindered communication?
Notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................
Emotional Experience
· What emotions did you notice (e.g. enjoyment, frustration, anxiety, confidence)?
· Did these emotions change over time?
Notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................
Regulation and Support
· What helped you stay regulated and engaged?
· Did others support your regulation (intentionally or unintentionally)?
Notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................
Social Interaction
· How were turn-taking, negotiation, or shared decision-making managed?
· Were there moments of connection or disconnection?
Notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 4: Linking Experience to Therapeutic Play Practice
Reflect on how this activity helps you understand therapeutic play with neurodivergent children.
1. Structure and Safety
How did the structure (roles, rules, predictability) influence your sense of safety and participation?
How might this be relevant for neurodivergent children?
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

2. Social Skills Through Play
Which social skills were practised implicitly through play (e.g. communication, cooperation, joint attention)?
Why is this approach often more effective than direct instruction?
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

3. Neurodiversity-Affirming Practice
How did the activity challenge deficit-based assumptions about social skills?
How does it support a strengths-based or inclusive approach?
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 5: Adaptation and Application
Choose one context below and briefly explain how you would adapt this activity:
☐ Autistic child
☐ Child with ADHD
☐ Minimally verbal child
☐ Mixed neurotype group
Consider:
· Sensory needs
· Communication supports (visuals, modelling, reduced language)
· Flexibility vs structure
· Adult role
Adaptation notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 6: Critical Reflection (MA Level)
Use the prompts below to develop a short reflective paragraph (approximately 300–500 words if used for assessment).
You may wish to draw on a reflective model (e.g. Gibbs, Rolfe et al., or Driscoll), but this is optional.
Reflective Prompts
· What did this activity reveal about how play can be used therapeutically, not just recreationally?
· What ethical considerations arise when structuring play for therapeutic purposes?
· How will this experience influence your future practice with neurodivergent children?
Reflective response:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Optional: Linking to Theory
You may wish to reference relevant theory or research, for example:
· Therapeutic play principles
· Social learning theory
· Neurodiversity-affirming practice
· Trauma-informed approaches
Key concepts to consider:
☐ Joint attention
☐ Co-regulation
☐ Intrinsic motivation
☐ Child-centred practice
☐ Inclusion and accessibility



